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The East Village D.J. Who Became the Savior of 
a Decaying British Estate 


Nicholas Ashley-Cooper, the “spare” son of the Earl of Shaftesbury, was never supposed to 
inherit his father’s title or land. So, he carved a new path for himself in the clubs of New York 
City—until two shocking tragedies thrust a new legacy upon him. 
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THIS OLD HOUSE 

St. Giles House, seat of the Earls of Shaftesbury, in East Dorset, England. Opposite, the Earl and Countess of Shaftesbury, with 
their son, Anthony, in the library of St. Giles House with a portrait of the first Earl of Shaftesbury by Sir Godfrey 

Kneller. PHOTOGRAPHS BY JONATHAN BECKER. 


n 1985, when he was six years old, the Honorable Nicholas Ashley-Cooper set off 
with his parents from Wimborne St. Giles, their quiet village in the Dorset 
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countryside, for London, for a service in Westminster Abbey. Presided over 
by the Archbishop of Canterbury, it commemorated the centenary of the 
death of Nicholas’s great-great-great-grandfather, the seventh Earl of 
Shaftesbury, who was one of the most important social reformers during the 

Industrial Revolution. 


The event was Nicholas’s first inkling that his family wasn’t ordinary. That suspicion 
deepened when he saw that one of London’s main avenues bore his family’s title, 
and that the iconic statue in the center of Piccadilly Circus was a memorial to his 
ancestor, too. The winged figure there of Anteros holds a bow, which, according to 
urban legend, is aimed directly at the Shaftesbury family seat, in Dorset. 


St. Giles House, a gargantuan and grandiose Grade 1-listed brick pile, has been 
Nicholas’s family’s home since 1650. By the time he was born, however, it was like a 
haunted mansion. Uninhabited since the early 60s—when the Ashley-Coopers 
decamped to Mainsail Haul, the eight-bedroom dower house on the 5,700-acre 
estate—St. Giles House had fallen into a parlous state of decay, with rain and snow 
seeping in when the huge metal sheets that sealed it flapped in the wind. 


As he grew up, Nicholas comprehended with some relief that, since he was the 
second son, the decaying manor wasn’t his problem. His brother Anthony, two years 
older, would inherit the dilapidated estate along with the family titles on the death 
of their father, Anthony, the 10th Earl of Shaftesbury. 
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Nicholas with his mother, Christina, father, Anthony, and brother, Anthony, 1979. BY HARRY 
ASHLEY/REX/SHUTTERSTOCK. 


Nick, as he is generally known, decided he needed to get away if he was going to 
make anything of his life. In the spring of 2002 he moved to New York’s East 
Village, where he began to thrive as a techno disc jockey going by the handle Nick 
AC. 


Then, in November 2004, a series of tragic, hard-to-believe events changed 
everything. 


His father went missing in the Cote d’Azur, where he had been living for the 
previous two years; his body, mauled by animals, with just shreds of his jeans, was 
discovered five months later at the bottom of a remote ravine outside Cannes. The 
66-year-old earl had been strangled at the behest of a high-end prostitute of 
Tunisian-Moroccan descent whom he had married two years previously and made 
the Countess of Shaftesbury. 


Six months later, on May 15, 2005, it got worse: Anthony, 27 years old, suffered a 
heart attack and died. Suddenly, Nick was the 12th Earl of Shaftesbury, and he had a 
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huge wreck of a house on his hands. 


“AS ASECOND SON, MY COMPASS HAD BEEN SET 
AWAY FROM ST. GILES,” NICK SAYS. “THAT WAS FOR 
MY BROTHER TO SORT OUT?’ 


Few people—Nick included—would have predicted that within several years he 
would orchestrate a stunning restoration of St. Giles House. He moved back in on 
March 23, 2012. It was almost exactly 362 years to the day that his ancestor 
Anthony Ashley-Cooper, the first Earl of Shaftesbury, had recorded in his diary, “I 
laid the first stone of my house at St. Giles.” Under successive earls the house grew 
and grew as new wings were built, reaching a point in the Victorian era when the 


house’s massive size verged on the “grotesque,” according to Nick. 
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For the next generations, keeping up the property was just too much to handle. “My 
father’s generation was the one really caught in the middle,” explains Nick. “When 
his father was born, in 1900, the estate was still in its heyday, with a household staff 
of 40. Then the world fundamentally changed.” 


Succession Era 


lack of a paternal figure further inhibited Nick’s father, who was born in 1938 to 
Anthony, Lord Ashley, the elder son of the ninth earl, and his second wife, the 
French-born Francoise Soulier. (By Ashley-Cooper tradition, all firstborn sons are 
christened Anthony—making any history of the family hard to follow.) In 1927, Lord 
Ashley had shocked London society by marrying the chorus girl Sylvia Hawkes. He 
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died of a heart attack in 1947 at the age of 46 (when his son was 8 years 
old), before he could inherit the earldom. Sylvia, from whom he was 
divorced in 1935, went on to wed Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and Clark 
Gable as well as the sixth Baron Sheffield and Prince Djordjadze, a 


Georgian nobleman. 


Nick’s father, a graduate of Eton and Oxford, succeeded to the earldom when he was 
just 22, shortly after which he opted to move into the dower house, driven by the 
huge costs of maintaining St. Giles House as well as its increasingly dire condition. 
In 1976, he divorced his first wife, Bianca Le Vien, 12 years his senior, and married 
Christina Eva Montan, a Swedish-born diplomat’s daughter, with whom he had 
Nicholas and Anthony. (Christina, a divorcée, came to the marriage with two young 
children, Cecilia and Frederic Casella.) Around that time, he came up with a drastic 
plan to save the house. He demolished a significant portion, including a wing and a 
tower. The demolition dragged on for four years—but the scale of the project 
defeated him and he left it unfinished. 


For a number of years, the earl managed to soldier on. “He was loved and respected 
—a very generous man,” says Nick of his father, who was especially fond of music 
and nature. For nearly 25 years he was chairman of the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and he collected numerous awards for his conservation activities, which 
included planting a million trees at St. Giles. 
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Family photos, including a shot of Nicholas with his half-brother, Fred, and a portrait of his father, left. 
PHOTOGRAPH BY JONATHAN BECKER. 


Bad Romance 


ut,” Nick continues, “like many men of his generation, he kept 

everything bottled up. He didn’t have anyone to talk to about his 

problems, so he drank. He self-medicated with alcohol.” In 1995, 

Lord Shaftesbury seems to have snapped. “When I was 16, he didn’t 
want anything to do with the estate anymore,” Nick says. “He separated from my 
mother and he moved to France.” 


It has been reported that the 10th earl met Jamila M’Barek through a Geneva-based 
escort agency in early 2002. Twenty-three years his junior, she was born in France 
to a Moroccan father and a Tunisian mother, and was brought up in Tunisia. 
According to Nick, she became “one of those girls on the Côte d’Azur preying on rich 
guys. She was a sort of high-end escort, so, yes, a prostitute . . . that’s how they met. 
But they went on and had a relationship. My father, drinking all the time and deeply 
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lonely, was so blinded. But, of course, we never thought what happened would 
happen.” 


Within a short period of time, Lord Shaftesbury bought her an $850,000 duplex 
apartment in Cannes, a windmill in the Gers region of southwestern France, and a 
car, and gave her a monthly allowance of some $10,000. She also enjoyed the use of 
his apartment in Versailles, which was stocked with his mother’s valuable antique 
furniture (which she later hauled out). 


Nick met Jamila once, when his father brought her to London, in 2002, and he 
invited Nick to join them for lunch at an Italian spot in Kensington. “She struck me 
as being particularly manipulative,” the son remembers. “They were talking about 
getting married. I walked out before the lunch was over. The whole thing was so 


unsavory.” 


But in November 2002, Jamila became the new Countess of Shaftesbury. “They 
went ahead and did it, without our presence or blessing,” says Nick. By the middle 
of 2004, however, Lord Shaftesbury had come to regret the marriage and was 
preparing to divorce Jamila. 


“She knew she stood to lose out,” says Nick of his then stepmother. “So she made 
the fatal decision to kill him so she could get various assets through his will.” 


The first sign of trouble for the family came that November. Lord Shaftesbury was 
due to meet his elder son in London, to discuss estate business. He never appeared. 
“It felt bad right away,” says Nick. “Even though he was not a well man, he was 
always punctual.” 


French police were soon mobilized to search for “le Lord disparu,” as the French 
press began to refer to him. He had last been seen the evening of November 5, 2004 
—two years, to the day, after his marriage to Jamila—in Cannes, at the Noga Hilton 
hotel. 


“IN 1900, THE ESTATE WAS STILL IN ITS HEYDAY,” 
EXPLAINS THE EARL OF SHAFTESBURY. “THEN THE 
WORLD FUNDAMENTALLY CHANGED.” 
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His badly decomposed body was finally discovered at the bottom of a garbage- 
strewn ravine a few miles outside of town on April 5, 2005. By then, Jamila had 
been identified as the prime suspect in the crime. Police taped a conversation she 
had with her sister in which, they claimed, she had admitted paying their brother 
Mohammed~—a factory worker who lived in Munich—$180,000 to strangle Lord 
Shaftesbury in her apartment, after he arrived there to discuss their divorce. 


Charged with pre-meditated murder, the defendants claimed that the death had 
been the accidental result of a drunken argument. But their defense fell apart when 
records from cell-phone towers indicated that two days before the crime Jamila had 
visited the remote ravine where Shaftesbury’s body was dumped—contrary to her 
original claim that she had never visited the site. On May 25, 2007, after a four-day 
trial, ajury took two hours to convict the siblings, each of whom was sentenced to 
25 years in prison. On appeal, Jamila’s sentence was reduced to 20 years. 


From Spare to Heir 


n May 2005, Nick was in New York pursuing his career as a D.J. Anthony, 
now the 11th Earl of Shaftesbury, had diligently thrown himself into the task 
of running the estate—but he took a break to fly to New York, where the 
brothers were joined by their half-siblings, Fred and Cecilia. 


“It was a very special occasion for us all to be together,” remembers Nick. “We were 
all hanging out in the D.J. booth [at Limelight, where he was spinning]. Anthony 
didn’t feel well, so he went back to my sister’s apartment, in Greenwich Village. I left 
the club after my D.J. set. Td barely put my head on my pillow when the phone rang 
at six A.M. It was my sister. ‘Come quickly,’ she said. I got to St. Vincent’s Hospital 
and she and my brother were outside crying. ‘Anthony has died,’ they said. It was an 
incredibly difficult moment.” 


His heart attack had come with no warning. Anthony—trained as an accountant and 
not known as a partying sort—had woken up in the morning and died eating 
breakfast in front of the television. “He had just taken out life insurance, so he had 
had a full physical and been given a clean bill of health,” says Nick. “It was a total 
shock.” 


Instantly, Nick’s path for the rest of his life changed: “As a second son, my compass 
had been set away from St. Giles,” he says. “That was for my brother to sort out. But 
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after this double tragedy I felt I had to come back here and step up to the plate.” He 
left New York to return to England. 


His luck started to turn when he met Dinah Streifeneder, a lovely and sharp-witted 
Munich-born veterinary surgeon, who is one year his junior. The pair married in 
2010, after he proposed to her in front of St. Giles House. “With a somewhat 
reckless adventurousness, we just said, Let’s live in this big falling-down house, with 
buckets to catch the water falling through the roof,” says Nick. “And in the middle of 
all this craziness, we had three children.” Anthony, Viva, and Zara were born in 
2011, 2012, and 2014. At the same time, he began to study the family history. “I 
started absorbing all this information, and I realized what an amazing legacy my 
family has and that I was proud to be a part of that history. That inspired me a lot,” 


he says. 





TABLE MANOR 
Lord and Lady Shaftesbury at lunch in the family dining room. PHOTOGRAPH BY JONATHAN BECKER. 
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Meanwhile, Nick explored the house. “I started to poke about; it became a very 
positive place for me,” he recalls. “I developed a fantastic relationship with it. I 
didn’t see it as spooky or oppressive. As my level of understanding of it grew, it 
completely changed my mind-set. In my head the house was turning from a problem 
into a huge opportunity.” 


What changed everything, he says, was the realization that part of the house could 
be used to generate income, not just swallow it up. He devised a plan to renovate a 
wing where his family would live, while turning the staterooms into dazzling spaces 
for events, such as weddings and conferences. Meanwhile, the entire house has been 
stabilized structurally, but large areas of the interior remain derelict—a project for 
their children, Nick says jokingly. (To finance the renovation, he relied on bank 
loans and funds from his inheritance, which includes large properties in Northern 
Ireland, such as Lough Neagh, a 19-mile-long, nine-mile-wide lake that is the largest 
body of fresh water in the United Kingdom.) 


With the help of his architects, Philip Hughes Associates, most of the heavy-duty 
infrastructure work—new plumbing, electricity, and roofing—was completed in just 
15 months. Pretty astonishing, given the scope of the endeavor. Extensive work has 
also been done on the grounds, including planting an elaborate garden. As work was 
nearing completion, the Ashley-Coopers happened upon a miraculous find: a cast of 
Anteros, the statue in Piccadilly Circus. One of the most thrilling moments in the 
restoration process of St. Giles was the day the statue was installed and positioned— 
with its bow aimed back at Piccadilly Circus. “It has been immensely satisfying,” 
says the 12th Earl of Shaftesbury. 


The Earl of Shaftesbury’s Stunning Estate 
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PHOTOGRAPH BY JONATHAN BECKER. 


St. Giles House, seat of the Earls of Shaftesbury, in East Dorset, England. 


James Reginato is a writer-at-large at Vanity Fair. 
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Inside the Very Charmed World of British Noble Annabel Astor 


From a topsy-turvy childhood, Annabel Astor has made a name for herself as a businesswoman and the 
manager of a spectacular home: Ginge Manor. As her aristo-chic furnishings company, OKA, reaches 


the U.S., the viscountess welcomes Bob Colacello to the hub of her jet-set existence. 


BY BOB COLACELLO 
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"I see myself as a housewife and artist more than a businesswoman.” 
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this week, is but one. 
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